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Paramilitary chief Carlos Castano has been sentenced in absentia to 38 years in prison for being the
intellectual author of the 1999 murder of popular humorist and journalist Jaime Garzon, although
two men accused of carrying out the assassination were absolved of the crime for insufficient
evidence.
Castano, founder of the ultraright-wing paramilitary group Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia
(AUC), is not in government custody and has been making public statements through letters. The
case has created a large commotion in Colombia, particularly since Castano is leading negotiations
with the government to demobilize and disarm the AUC, which is blamed for many of the deaths
and human rights crimes perpetrated every year in Colombia's civil war, and those negotiations
have reached a crisis point.
Additional calls for prosecution against Castano from the Spanish and US governments have also
imperiled negotiations with the AUC, some commentators claim. Sentenced for killing journalist
In August 1999, two motorcycle riders shot Jaime Garzon, then 38 years old, to death while he was
on his way to the Bogota station Radionet, where he did imitations of national personalities and
parodied daily events with black humor.
While prosecutors succeeded in convincing the Seventh Specialized Court in Bogota that Castano
had ordered the killing, they did not manage to convict Juan Pablo Ortiz and Edilberto Antonio
Sierra as the gunmen.
"It was a presentation by the prosecution with false witnesses to give the appearance of justice,
incriminating two people who have criminal backgrounds but who are innocent," said lawyer Alirio
Uribe to the Associated Press. The lawyer represents the Garzon family and the France-based
nongovernmental organization Reporters Without Borders (Reporters sans Frontieres, RSF).
RSF indicated in February that there were manipulations in the investigation of Garzon's murder,
saying that prosecutors were not investigating leads that cast suspicion on military personnel. "Fifty
leads or information sources, among them some that implicated military men, were not verified or
investigated," said Uribe. He added that in the proceedings prosecutors did not take a report on
Garzon by military intelligence services into account. "That document, which underlines that the
humorist had contacts with guerrillas, proves that the army was spying on him prior to his death."
In addition to his journalistic work, Garzon did humanitarian work to free kidnap victims from
guerrilla hands. Some press commentators and people close to Garzon said that his contacts with
guerrilla groups to negotiate freedom for some kidnapped individuals earned him the enmity of
extreme-right paramilitaries.
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Judicial summons by Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzon
Allegations that Castano backed a drug-trafficking organization led Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzon
to begin an investigation of the paramilitary commander in February. The judge announced that he
was opening an investigation against Castano for his supposed "armed support" for the narcoticstrafficking group "clan de los mellizos" or clan of the twins, a Madrid-based mafia presumably run
by the Colombian brothers Victor and Miguel Angel Mejia Munera.
Garzon is famous for conducting trials against military officers from the Argentine dictatorship of
the 1970s and 1980s and against the Chilean ex-dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). Garzon
announced the investigation immediately before Colombian President Alvaro Uribe left for a tour of
Europe where he would face frequent criticisms of his security policy and violations of human rights
(see NotiSur, 2004-02-13).
Colombian columnist Alfredo Rangel described Judge Garzon as vain and opportunistic in the
newspaper El Tiempo. "Sr. Garzon has again assigned himself the role of Universal Judge to make
an exhibition of himself by calling for a trial for Carlos Castano," wrote Rangel.

Extradition requests raise disarmament concerns
The US has also called for the extradition of Castano and his co-commander Salvatore Mancuso on
charges of drug trafficking. This has led AUC leaders to make one of their terms of negotiation that
they will not be extradited to the US. Political analysts say that if the Spanish investigation against
Castano has free passage or if US extradition requests go through, it might imperil negotiations
between the government of President Uribe and the AUC, negotiations that aim to disarm the group
of about 13,000 before 2005.
Since its founding 22 years ago, the organization has been accused of multiple massacres against
campesinos, human rights violations, selective assassinations of leftist militants, and it is on the
list of groups considered to be terrorists by the US. But the Colombian government denied that
the investigation by Garzon would affect the demobilization process of paramilitary groups. The
negotiation process is at the weakest point in its thirteen-month history, according to press reports
and various observers.
The current truce began in 2003 when the ultraright-wing group unilaterally declared it as part
of the agreements it had reached with the Colombian government. The threats of extradition and
Colombian prison for AUC commanders has combined with President Uribe's refusal to negotiate
directly with paramilitary leaders to put the demobilization process at a standstill. Paramilitaries
have also shown an unwillingness to concentrate in specific zones for the verification of a cease-fire.
Many critics have worried that the disarmament talks could lead to impunity for those who have
committed atrocities and allow human rights criminals to go unpunished. They also attack Uribe's
willingness to negotiate with the paramilitaries, who are responsible for a majority of the violence in
the country, while he maintains a hard-line against left-wing guerrilla groups.
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International observers say that the AUC is not respecting the cessation-of-hostilities agreement and
that the public handover of arms by 850 paramilitary personnel in November was mostly for show
(see NotiSur, 2003-12-19).
Ironically, Castano has complained about assassinations and kidnappings of people linked to his
family as attempts to block dialogue. Shortly before his 38-year sentence was handed down, one of
his letters said that deaths and attacks had occurred in recent days in Medellin to cause "traumas" to
the peace process.
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